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develop a unique humorous outlook and liveliness of
speech. The American frontier was not always in the
West. It began in the Eastern states, and kept shifting
westward as settlement advanced into the wilderness.
Many families shifted their abode three or four times in
the same generation. Taking up fresh land, they would
clear the ground and build a log house, engage in adven-
ture with Nature and their fellow-men, make quaint
experiments in religion, as in other matters, and after
some years of relative stability would sell or abandon their
lot and move off with the moving frontier. In their wrake
remained small towns and villages, little centres of more
or less stable society, but still with many of the frontier
characteristics. Amid such conditions Abraham Lincoln
grew up and developed the humorous outlook with which
he viewed life even in its direst time. One of his bio-
graphers has described this early environment:
However scant might be cash and houses, each town had
its grocery, and these famous c stores * were by far the chief
influence in shaping the ideas of the Westerner. There all
congregated, the idlers all day long, the busy men in the
evening; and there, stimulated by the whisky of the pro-
prietor, they gossiped about everybody's affairs, talked
about business and the prospects of the neighbourhood, and
argued about the politics of the country, the state, and even
the nation. Jokes and stories, often most uncouth and gross,
whiled away the time. It was in these groceries and in the
rough crucible of such talk, wherein grotesque imagery and
extravagant phrases were used to ridicule pretension and
to keep every man in his place, sometimes also to escape
taking a fact too hardly, that what we now call * American
humour,* with its peculiar native flavour, was born.1
The English at once recognized their affinity with this
new manifestation. Doubtless the common English tongue
had much to do with the appreciation of Dickens in
1 J. T. Morse, Abraham Lincoln (1893), i, 28.